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Good roads booster John C. Nicholson helped to place Newton, Kansas, at the pivot point on two of the  
nation’s furthest-reaching roads. Photograph courtesy of the author.
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In January 1910 Logan Waller Page, director of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Office of Public Roads, was in-
vited to send a representative from his office to Kansas to witness the organization of a new automobile road asso-
ciation. He responded by encouraging his would-be hosts that, in his opinion, “the movement for the betterment of 
the public roads seems to be general throughout the entire country, and I have no doubt that the next few years will 
witness a remarkable material progress.”1 Indeed, by 1911 Kansas was engaged in two of the most ambitious efforts 

in the movement for cross-country roads, and the city of Newton, energized by one of its remarkable citizens, John Charles 
Nicholson, was at the crossroads of these early automobile trails.2

Newton was settled, beginning in 1871, at the point where the Santa Fe Railroad intersected the legendary Chisholm Trail, 
the route followed by Texas cattle drives heading north. As the terminus of the railroad as it built west, Newton became a 
short-lived shipping point for the cattle trade. With its economy tied to the railroad, the town entered the boom years of the 
1880s with all the optimism that characterized much of the era.3 By 1911 passengers arriving at the bustling railroad station 
in Newton could look across the tracks and see a huge sign alongside the lumberyard proclaiming, “Now Notice Newton!” 
The town was on the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway’s main line to California in the west and to Kansas City where 
connections went on to Chicago. From Newton the Santa Fe’s Oklahoma-Texas main line went south to Galveston on the 
Gulf of Mexico. Newton was a city of enterprise and its enterprise was tied to the railroad. According to Walter Williams, a 
prominent journalist of the time, “Santa Fe all the way” was the creed of the citizens of Newton, “because the railroad built 
and boosted the city and the city built and boosted the railroad.”4
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extreme weather. As Nicholson himself said, “since the ad-
vent of the steam road, the only roads worth mentioning 
are the several short roads leading to town.”7 Or as Kan-
sas State Engineer W. S. Gearhart recalled, “it was a period 
of highway backsliding.” Another early advocate of road 
development rebuked those promoting railroads as having 
“neglected the work in your own household.”8

In 1900 the state’s first convention to address the prob-
lem of road infrastructure was held in Topeka. The gather-
ing’s most significant outcome was the organization of the 
Kansas State Good Roads Association. The organization 
drafted a bill for the Kansas legislature, which resulted in 
a new roads law in 1901. However, the law put the burden 
for roads improvement on local governments and taxpay-
ers, and established little to no central or state governmen-
tal authority. Farmers bore the brunt of improving roads 
in their communities, both in terms of road taxes and their 
own labor. These efforts were spread thin over the hun-
dreds of miles of rural, unimproved roads in most Kansas 
counties. In 1904, when the federal government conducted 
a census of public roads, Kansas claimed 101,196 miles of 
public roads and only 273 of those were improved with 
gravel or stone.9

But by 1909, the automobile had become a common 
sight, even in rural Kansas. Farmers began taking to the 
road, which meant closer contact with local markets, relief 
from the remoteness of rural life, and more support for the 
development of good roads. With the growing acceptance 
of the automobile came more opportunities for communi-
ties to expand local trade and capitalize on increasing num-
bers of long-distance travelers. Newspapers and local com-
mercial clubs became vocal advocates for the improvement 
of roads. 

Nicholson was familiar with the need for good roads. 
When he took to the road in 1909 after purchasing a new 
four-cylinder Maxwell automobile, his first few trips on 
the rural byways of Kansas convinced him that conditions 

Chief amongst the town’s boosters was John Charles 
Nicholson. Born and educated in Indiana, Nicholson ar-
rived in Newton in 1883 at age twenty-one and taught 
school for a short time before commencing the study of law 
in 1887. After his admittance to the bar the following year, 
Nicholson launched his law practice. He also undertook 
ventures that tied him more closely to his adopted state 
and community, working as he did as an investor in real 
estate and corporate dealings; a director of a local Newton 
bank; a partner in the light and power plant; a state agent 
for Kansas in Washington, D.C.; and a founding member of 
the Newton Commercial Club.5

When the economic boom of the 1880s spiraled toward 
economic bust in the 1890s, both Newton and Nicholson 
were called to action. Nicholson, as president of the com-
mercial club, helped the city secure the division operations 
of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway in 1897. Un-
der a contract between the Santa Fe and the Newton Com-
mercial Club, the railroad moved its division point from 
Nickerson to Newton in exchange for land and facilities. 
Another contract with the city guaranteed the construction 
of a city waterworks to serve the railroad’s shops. New-
ton’s bold stroke paid off and its position on the Santa Fe 
system was firmly established.6

In Newton and throughout the state of Kansas, the rail-
road’s dominance resulted in burgeoning communities 
and dependable markets for the state’s agricultural prod-
ucts. But farm-to-market roads at the time were few and 
mostly impassable for much of the year due to the state’s 

7. John C. Nicholson, “Gulf to Winnipeg, or Benefits of Cross State 
Highways,” Report of Proceedings of the 10th Annual Convention Held at 
Emporia, Kansas, January 17th and 18th, 1912 ([Topeka]: Kansas State Good 
Roads Association, 1912), 12; see also Paul S. Sutter, “Paved With Good 
Intentions: Good Roads, the Automobile, and the Rhetoric of Rural Im-
provement in the Kansas Farmer, 1890–1914,” Kansas History: A Journal of 
the Central Plains 18 (Winter 1995–1996): 284–99. 

8. As quoted in Arman J. Habegger, “Out of the Mud: The Good Roads 
Movement in Kansas, 1900–1917” (Master’s thesis, University of Kansas, 
1971), 23; W. S. Gearhart, “Kansas Roads, Past, Present and Future,” in 
Nineteenth Biennial Report, 1913–1914, by Kansas State Board of Agriculture 
(Topeka: Kansas State Board of Agriculture, 1915), 58.

9. Maurice O. Eldridge, Public-Road Mileage, Revenues, and Expenditures 
in the United States in 1904, Bulletin No. 32 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, Office of Public Roads, 1907), 8.

Travel along early roads in Kansas was not an easy endeavor, as these 
images of the effects of the state’s sometimes ill-tempered climate show. 
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 The Scott idea would be to have a convention at  
 some central and convenient point in the Arkansas
 valley, attended by members of the board of county 
commissioners, mayors, representatives of commer-
cial bodies, motor clubs, and newspapers. At this 
convention, outline a cohesive plan for construct-
ing, each county by itself and in its own way, a con-
tiguous line of good roads, through this mighty val-
ley that would forever stand as a monument to it; 
that would be a central highway for the farmers, for 
transportation, and for pleasure.

He named the road the “Valley Speedway . . . the magnif-
icent sandhills road,” and employed his talents as a jour-
nalist, former congressional staffer, good roads advocate, 
and “Valley” booster to voice his support for the plan in his 
newspaper.13 In the fall of 1909, the Southwest Kansas Edito-
rial Association met in Faxon’s hometown, and he called on 
newspapers to boost the proposition. The Telegram reported 
that the “unanimous decision of the delegates present [was] 
that the plan would be a good one.”14 At the meeting the 
road even gained the attention of a correspondent for the 
Kansas City Journal, who called it “the nucleus around which 
the wholesale improvement of southwestern Kansas road[s] 
will be undertaken.” Automobiles had become common in 
rural western Kansas, where one in three families owned a 
vehicle. In speaking to the benefits that a long-distance road 
would have to farmers, the Journal further predicted that 
“while the speedway will be a handy thing for autos, it will 
also be useful to farmers. It will enable them to haul twice as 
much produce to town each load as they can haul now.”15

were indeed bad. “I’d go out on the road in Kansas,” Nich-
olson recounted years later, “and very often spend hours 
and much money having the car towed out of a sandpit 
I’d blundered into.”10 Or, as he experienced on his first 
long-distance trip to Stafford that summer, an ambitious 
trek of some seventy miles, sometimes what seemed to be 
a main road would end abruptly as the driveway of a farm 
house. On such occasions, he recalled, a driver traveling 
uncharted and unimproved roads could discover that “a 
wagon track across the prairie was the hot, tedious route 
back to the [main] road.”11 Nicholson was also motivated 
by his investment in farmland, which was certain to benefit 
from improved farm-to-market roads. He began to chan-
nel his energies as a tireless worker for the Newton Com-
mercial Club, one of many clubs in Kansas at this time that 
promoted road improvements with an eye toward build-
ing up their communities, into meeting the need for better 
roadways to accommodate the new technology that was 
the automobile. 

That same summer of 1909, two enterprising news-
papermen, Channing H. Scott of Hutchinson and 
Ralph H. Faxon of Garden City, were already en-
visioning an automobile road that would blaze 

a new trail through western Kansas. Scott, a reporter with 
the Hutchinson News, first wrote about the idea of a con-
tinuous, improved road from Hutchinson, following the 
valley of the Arkansas River west to the Colorado-Kansas 
state line, and generally paralleling the main line and the 
Hutchinson-Kinsley branch line of the Santa Fe Railway. 
He dubbed the road the “New Santa Fe Trail.” That August, 
Scott traveled from Hutchinson to Garden City with auto-
mobile agent and former newsman, Harry H. Taylor, and 
a mechanic, C. W. Giles. On their trip to Garden City “the 
Hutchinson party went out by moonlight over the sand-
hills road. There were seven in the party. Two of them, Giles 
and Scott rode the front fenders and Taylor bowled the car 
along at a 35-mile clip, just grazing a cow peacefully sleep-
ing on the boulevard, and thoroughly proving the worth of 
the sandhills road.”12

Upon reaching Garden City, Scott met with the  
Telegram’s Ralph Faxon, who enthusiastically took to the 
idea of an Arkansas valley road:

10. “Pioneer Motorist: Trials of a 1909 Maxwell Started Him on a Ca-
reer of Road-Building,” San Francisco Chronicle, August 27, 1941.

11. “The Kansan Who Helped Build Two Great National Highways 
Lives at Their Intersection,” Kansas City Star, September 10, 1939.

12. “Famous Coast-to-Coast Ford Car Here,” (Garden City) Evening 
Telegram, August 27, 1909.

13. “A Valley Speedway,” Evening Telegram, August 27, 1909.
14. “New Santa Fe Trail,” Hutchinson News, November 16, 1909.
15. Charles Sessions of the Kansas City Journal as quoted in “The 

Valley Speedway is Given a Big Boost,” Evening Telegram, November 
18, 1909; Habegger, “Out of the Mud: The Good Roads Movement in 
Kansas,” 191.
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M. Wiley of Holly’s sugar industry and newly appointed 
Colorado highway commissioner indicated his support for 
an extension west from his hometown near the Kansas bor-
der to Pueblo, Colorado Springs, and Denver. Wichita, too, 
entered the campaign with intentions to be connected by a 
road south and east from Hutchinson.18

Cheered on by the local newspaper, Newton’s delega-
tion also prepared for an active role. “From Newton to Syr-
acuse,” opened the Weekly Kansan-Republican column. The 
paper touted the community’s chance at the road as a 

 sure thing. Isn’t Newton always on the main line? 
. . .  [The] Newton Commercial club is interested, be-
cause Newton has always been the objective point in 
everything that is worth while [sic] and always will 

Hutchinson boosters issued a call for an organizational 
meeting for January 31, 1910. A map of the proposed road 
had already been released, and developers from both east 
and west were making their own plans based on the envi-
sioned “sandhills road.” According to the Hutchinson News, 
connecting roads would extend from the proposed road-
way to cover “the entire width and breadth of the state.”16 
The ambitious nature of this project was demonstrated 
when Scott and other boosters, a few months before the 
Hutchinson meeting, attempted to drive from Hutchin-
son west to Holly, Colorado, and back again in one day. 
The endurance run was cut short after the party met a “ter-
rific sand storm” forty miles west of Garden City and was 
forced to turn back. Scott and two of his companions re-
turned to Hutchinson by train.17 The road west into Colo-
rado was given a boost, however, when the influential W. 

The expansion of the railroad throughout Kansas from 1870 to 1890 helped many of the state’s farmers secure stable mar-
kets for their products, though it did little to encourage the creation and development of dependable roads on which to carry 
goods between locales not serviced by rail. The farmer depicted in this cartoon, taken from the good roads booster publication 
Missouri-Kansas Highways, laments the cost of poorly maintained roads.  

18. “Valley Speedway into Colorado Too,” Evening Telegram, January 4, 1910; 
“All For the Road,” Hutchinson News, January 31, 1910; “Tells of the Plans,” 
Hutchinson News, January 15, 1910.

16. “New Santa Fe Trail,” Hutchinson News, November 16, 1909.
17. “Yesterday Hard on an Endurance Race,” Evening Telegram, November 1, 

1909.
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 be. . . .  Newton is right in line with all the good towns 
west of here, she is on the main line of the Santa Fe. 
She should be on the main line of the new Santa Fe 
trail. Therefore it behooves her to get busy and see 
that there is a good representation at the meeting.19

Representing the Commercial Club at the Hutchinson 
meeting, John Nicholson, along with the rest of the city’s 
delegates, was ready to make the case that the road should 
be extended east to Newton. When Nicholson and the other 
delegates from counties and towns on or near the proposed 
route assembled in January, they were applauded by the 
Hutchinson News headline: “All For The Road.” The paper 
reported that “each community represented wants the road 
to be built through their midst. There is strong rivalry but 
it is the friendly rivalry for the prominent place in a good 
work and not the sort that provokes dissension.”20 Even 
Colorado delegates from Pueblo attended.

The meeting featured several speakers, including J. H. 
Dodge, who was sent from the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture’s Office of Public Roads in Washington, D.C., by 
its chief, Logan Waller Page; D. Ward King, the celebrated 
inventor of the King split-log road drag that had become 
the mainstay for road maintenance for unpaved dirt roads; 
and W. S. Gearhart, state engineer with the Kansas State 
Agricultural College at Manhattan. One hundred and fifty 
delegates were expected to attend, but when more than 
three hundred arrived, the meeting was moved from the 
Hutchinson Commercial Club to the courtroom of the 
county courthouse. Faxon was named president and Scott 
as secretary. Nicholson received a spot on the committee 
on publicity.21

It was decided that counties would form the units of 
the new organization and local boosters would assist their 
counties in order to “push the building of this road from 
both ends,” reported the Hutchinson News. County repre-
sentatives were selected to boost the highway in their lo-
cales. The convention also put forth a resolution to name 
the new road:

 That in view of the striking similarity of the objects of 
this proposed highway to those of the history mak-
ing and well engineered Old Santa Fe Trail and in 

Because good roads were essential to the business of farmers, they bore 
the brunt early on of improving roads in their communities, both in 
terms of road taxes and their own labor. In this pamphlet put out be-
tween 1894 and 1914, the state secretary of agriculture, F. D. Coburn, 
encourages and instructs farmers on the proper maintenance of nearby 
roads.  

19. “Don’t Miss It,” Weekly (Newton) Kansan-Republican, January 27, 
1910.

20. “All for the Road,” Hutchinson News, January 31, 1910.
21. “All for the Road,” Hutchinson News, January 31, 1910; “New Santa 

Fe Trail,” Evening Kansan-Republican, February 1, 1910.

view of the fact that the demand for such a highway 
through the state originated in the same vicinity  
of the Old Trail the name of New Santa Fe Trail is 
adopted as being both a commemorative and practi-
cal one. 22

The name, which was rooted in history and poised toward 
the future, received unanimous agreement. The New Santa 
Fe Trail would be a road for the new age of the automobile. 
And Newton’s delegates left the meeting with the news 
that their city was the eastern terminus of the New Santa 
Fe Trail.

By March Nicholson was hard at work. He invited W. S. 
Gearhart to a meeting hosted by the Newton Commercial 
Club. Thirty-five men, including county, township, and city 
officials and members of the commercial club and the press 
attended a noon-time luncheon, and more than a hundred 
people assembled at the courthouse for the afternoon meet-
ing. Engineer Gearhart spoke about good road and bridge 

22. “Road Will Be Built,” Hutchinson News, February 1, 1910.
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construction, as well as the necessity of having “a county 
good roads organization.” Steps were taken to make this a 
reality. A committee was established to organize the Har-
vey County Good Roads Association, with Nicholson as its 
chairman.23 He soon recommended “that subscriptions be 
taken for the construction of the Harvey County division 
of the New Santa Fe Trail and that the necessary commit-
tees be appointed to assist the township boards and road 
supervisors in carrying out this plan.”24 Within a week the 
greater part of the funds had been subscribed, and before 
the middle of April some of those subscribers met in the 
rooms of the Newton Commercial Club. They organized 
a Santa Fe Trail Committee, with Nicholson as chair, and 
began to select the route and decide upon improvements. 
“The Trail west” out of Newton would begin at Main and 
Broadway.25

By the end of April subscriptions for construction had 
yielded enough money to allow for the letting of contracts 
for a steam traction engine to begin the work. Nicholson 
escorted newsmen in his Maxwell automobile to the con-

In 1900 the state’s first convention to address the problem of road infrastructure was held in Topeka. The gathering’s most significant outcome 
was the organization of the Kansas State Good Roads Association. The group lobbied the legislature to pass new road laws, published materials 
educating the  public about the need for good roads, and, as shown in this photograph of a Good Roads Day in Beloit, Kansas, in 1914, organized 
road maintenance efforts.

struction site. Behind the massive twenty-five horsepower 
Reeves steam tractor trailed a gang of three heavy road 
graders. A reporter for Newton’s Kansan-Republican de-
scribed the scene: “the sight was one to cause still deeper 
conviction that Harvey county people are not only ‘there’ 
on matters of progress and improvement, but that they go 
about it in the most approved manner and by the most ad-
vanced methods.”26

These methods did not go unrecognized by communities 
competing for the roadway to extend east. Newton’s work 
on the New Santa Fe Trail had already grabbed the atten-
tion of the Emporia Gazette, for instance, which was boosting 
Emporia as the eastern terminus, with expectations that the 
road would extend to Kansas City. “Eastern Kansas Due 
To Wake Up,” was the call of the editor. “The ‘directors’ of 
this very important Highway from Kansas City to Newton 
have not been heard from,” he wrote. “Eastern Kansas has 
not yet realized how far the ‘short grass’ country has out-
stripped in its great modern enterprise. The news from the 
West ought to impress Emporia and Topeka and Lawrence 
that it is high time for them to ‘whip up.’”27 

26. “Santa Fe Trail is Being Built,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, April 21, 
1910. 

27. Emporia Gazette editorial, quoted in “Eastern Kansas Due to Wake 
Up,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, April 7, 1910.

23. “The Good Roads Idea is Strong,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, March 3, 
1910.

24. “Good Roads Given a Good Beginning,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, March 
17, 1910.

25. “Santa Fe Trail Men Organized,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, March 24, 
1910; “Santa Fe Trail Partly Located,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, April 14, 1910. 
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The efforts of John Nicholson to establish Newton’s place along the east-west New Santa Fe Trail and the north-south Meridian Road  
had come to fruition by the time this 1913 map was produced in the Kansas Good Roads Advocate. The south-central town stands at the 
intersection of the two roads, which would become U.S. Highways 50 and 81, respectively. A rival automobile trail, the "Old Santa Fe Trail,” 
joined the New Santa Fe Trail at Kinsley.

Local leaders in these communities got the message, and 
in May 1910 a conference was held in Emporia. Now ap-
parently motivated, those who attended the “enthusiastic” 
meeting proposed the construction of two routes eastward 
to the Missouri River. One would serve as an extension 
from Emporia through Walton, Peabody, Florence, Ottawa, 
and Olathe to Kansas City; the other would stretch from 
Emporia through Topeka and Lawrence to Kansas City. 
Nicholson was at the meeting, making a motion “that all 
the counties along the proposed routes from Newton to the 
Missouri state line be admitted to the organization.” The 
motion carried unanimously. The next month it was re-
ported to the Harvey County division of the New Santa Fe 
Trail that a sign had been designed to mark the road from 
Canyon City, Colorado, to Kansas City.28

Work commenced on the line east of Newton to Peabody 
under an agreement with farmers to build and maintain 
the road. The New Santa Fe Trail gained national attention 
when later that year, the famed “Pathfinder,” A. L. West-
gard of New York City, special commissioner for the U.S. 
Office of Public Roads and representative of the Touring 
Club of America, mapped a route from New York to Cali-

28. “Enthusiastic was Emporia Meeting . . . Newton to River” and 
“Trail Committee Makes its Report,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, June 23, 
1910. 

fornia on what was coined the “Trail to Sunset” route. He 
followed the route of the New Santa Fe Trail from Emporia 
to Newton, continuing on to Trinidad, Colorado.29

Newton’s work was also attracting attention from other 
directions of the compass. When the Harvey County com-
mittee assigned the traction engine and graders south to-
ward Wichita and the Sedgwick County line, the plucky 
little town of Goessel, some twenty miles north of Newton, 
rallied for Newton to build a road north while it built south 
so that they could meet midway in a “boulevard.” Even 
greater things would come, boasted the Weekly Kansan- 
Republican under an April 7, 1910, headline, “Newton To 
Be Hub”:

 As a north and south line, connecting Newton with 
Salina, and extending on north to the Nebraska line 
is sure to come, it were wise to take up the Goessel 
proposition as soon as work on the Santa Fe trail 
can be gotten underway. Newton wants first class 
highways extending out in every direction to all her 
neighbors great and small. And especially does she 
want the Trail extended on east to Topeka and Kan-

29. “Santa Fe Trail East of Walton,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, July 7, 
1910; “Mapping a Route Across Continent,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, 
November 10, 1910. 
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sas City, and a great north and south line intersecting 
the Trail at this point, connecting Wichita via New-
ton with the Nebraska state line, and on up into the 
Dakotas to Winnipeg. This great route is sure to be 
constructed, and there is no good excuse for delay in 
the beginning.30

The source for this information and excitement, no doubt, 
was Nicholson. 

In June Nicholson issued his report on the Harvey 
County division of the New Santa Fe Trail. Nineteen miles 
of road had been graded with the steam outfit at an aver-
age cost of $31.94 per mile. From the total of $912.50 in sub-
scriptions pledged, $606.90 had been expended. The report 
proposed the balance be spent extending the New Santa Fe 
Trail east. Nicholson lauded the Trail’s overall success and 
announced that a committee had been “appointed to take 
in hand the matter of building a spur . . . from Newton to 

Goessel.” He also issued his most ambitious public state-
ment to date:

 in time it is confidently believed that there will be 
constructed a like highway extending from the Gulf 
of Mexico to Canada passing through Ft. Worth, 
Oklahoma City, Guthrie, Arkansas City, Winfield, 
Wichita, Newton, on to Abilene or Salina, and across 
Nebraska to the North. It is the hope of the commit-
tee that the new Santa Fe Trail and this north and 
south line, which is bound to come, will cross and in-
tersect at Main and Broadway in Newton, Kansas.31

Nicholson continued to bring up the idea of a north-
south road in local circles, presenting his thoughts to the 
1910 annual Harvey County Farmers’ Institute in Decem-
ber. He urged that “this community should make an effort 
to secure the north and south highway that will probably 
soon be built from the Gulf of Mexico to the Canadian 

Once it was decided that the New Santa Fe Trail would run through Newton, city leaders formed 
the Harvey County Good Roads Association and Nicholson was selected as its chairman. The 
group worked to help raise subscriptions to fund the road’s construction and to plan the route, 
which would begin at Main and Broadway. Nicholson is pictured at the intersection (stand-
ing) in this 1913 photograph, courtesy of the Harvey County Historical Society, Newton, Kansas.

31. “Trail Committee Makes Its Report,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, 
June 23, 1910. 

30. “They Want Trail to Reach Goessel . . . Newton to be Hub,” Weekly 
Kansan-Republican, April 7, 1910; see also “Trail to Wichita is Being Built,” 
Weekly Kansan-Republican, April 28, 1910.
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border.” He went on to criticize the “obsolete methods of 
building roads as on a par with the spinning wheel. The art 
of spinning has developed, road building has not.”32

But Nicholson had to pitch his idea beyond local audi-
ences. The 1911 convention of the Kansas State Good Roads 
Association in Wichita would provide the forum. Travel-
ing to Wichita in advance of the convention, he met with 
Mayor Charles L. Davidson to garner the endorsement of 
the largest Kansas city to be located on the proposed north-
south route. In an interview with a local newspaper, Nich-
olson proclaimed: “The Wichita meeting can make history 
by creating an organization to establish such a north and 
south highway.”33 During another interview, this one with 
the Wichita Eagle, Nicholson again spoke to the idea of the 
north-south route:

To date there is no north and south highway
 through Kansas. To travel across the country north 
or south, one is at a loss at all times which way to go, 
with the result that transportation is greatly inconve-
nienced and hindered.

 At the good roads meeting to be held in this city
 January 17 and 18, it is expected that an organiza-
tion will be formed, the purpose of which will be 
to further promote the proposition of establishing 
a great north and south public highway, which will 
ultimately grow to be extended from Wichita south 
to the Gulf, probably at Galveston, Texas, and from 
Wichita north to the Dominion of Canada.

No other zone offers greater natural advantages
 for a north and south highway than the present route.

There is already established a large interstate
 highway travel from Texas through Oklahoma to Kan-
sas, east to Kansas City and west to Colorado. . . . Wichita 
is logically on the north and south line and it only rests 
with the people of Wichita and the people along the line 
to make the highway a reality, and the good roads meet-
ing January 17 and 18 is the time and place to give the 
proposition a boost.34

Despite Nicholson’s excitement for his vision of a new 
north-south route through Newton, it was the New Santa 

Having set the wheels in motion on the east-west New Santa Fe Trail, 
Nicholson began to boost for a north-south roadway through Newton. 
The need for such a road through Kansas was underscored when Nichol-
son called a meeting in Salina to discuss the road and delegates from Bel-
leville had to travel by train to attend, noting that to come by car would 
have invited disaster. The stamp above makes the case for the road: on 
it “Our Farmers Can Come to Town” and “10,000 Tourists Travel This 
Route.” It labels the road, named for its position along the Sixth Principal 
Meridian, “America’s Greatest Highway.” Stamp courtesy of the author.

Fe Trail that celebrated its past, present, and future at the 
convention. Boasting of progress made in Pawnee County, 
the mayor of Larned captured the movement in his re-
marks:

      The trail once used by freighters with ox teams, the 
government stage coaches, and the Indian traders and 
hunters is now an international boulevard used by the 
most prosperous farmers on earth for marketing their 
grain and speeding the 1,000 automobiles now owned 
and operated by farmers in Pawnee county.
      I predict the time is not far distant when the new  
Santa Fe trail will become a transcontinental highway 
used by pleasure-seekers from both the East and the 
West, from the Atlantic to the Pacific coast.35

Nicholson did speak about his plans for a new north-south 
route at the meeting. Although Wichita press coverage of 
his address was brief—a mere paragraph—Nicholson’s en-
thusiasm was not dampened.36 Nevertheless, the organiza-
tion of a north-south road association had to be deferred 
until Nicholson could convince representatives from towns 
and cities along the proposed roadway of the benefits of its 
construction. 

35. Larned mayor quoted in “Professor Conrad Read an Interesting 
Paper,” Wichita Beacon, January 18, 1911.

36. “Shame on Wichita; You, too, Sedgwick,” Wichita Beacon, January 
18, 1911. 

32. “Institute was Very Instructive,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, Decem-
ber 29, 1910.

33. Wichita Beacon interview, as quoted in “Nicholson Talks About 
Highways,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, January 19, 1911. 

34. “Up to Canada, Down to Gulf via Wichita,” Wichita Eagle, January 
10, 1911.
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In an effort to sell his north-south road Nicholson and 
four others, including state highway engineer Gearhart, 
issued the call for a meeting to be held in Salina on June 
1, 1911. “This is not a speech making meeting,” they an-
nounced, “but a business meeting and we want representa-
tives who can and will see that the . . . road is made a real-
ity.”37 Every county seat to the north and south had been 
selected to be on the proposed route and each county was 
asked to send a delegation that included their county en-
gineer. Representatives of every town along the route, lo-
cal commercial clubs, and good roads organizations were 
invited. Each county was urged to come with maps and 
information regarding the roads that connected at county 
lines. The need for the new route and the difficulty of con-
structing it were underscored when one delegate, newspa-
per publisher A. Q. Miller of Belleville, later recalled that 
the current condition of the roads in the area was such that 
his delegation was forced to travel to Salina by railroad. “To 
travel by automobile would have been inviting disaster.”38

About fifty representatives were present when the meet-
ing convened at Salina’s National Hotel. Only Sedgwick 
County and its major city of Wichita were not represented. 
Gearhart addressed the group, and during the course of the 
meeting an organization was formed, which included the 
election of W. W. Watson of Salina as president, Charles Ha-
vens of Wellington as general vice president, A. Q. Miller 
of Belleville as treasurer, and Nicholson as secretary. Eight 
vice presidents would represent their respective counties. 
The ticket was a good one. Watson was an influential busi-
nessman and automobile enthusiast, long associated with 
the push for good roads. Havens would promote the road 
north from the Kansas-Oklahoma border. Miller repre-
sented the northernmost county on the line, which would 
connect to the Kansas-Nebraska state line. Miller and his 
newspaper, the Belleville Telescope, had long promoted good 
roads and could be counted on to work at boosting the line 
in the north.39 Like the organization structure of the New 
Santa Fe Trail, each county would be organized as a divi-
sion of the road, responsible for its routing, signposting, 
and improvements.

Nicholson suggested that the route be named “Merid-
ian Road” because it would closely follow the Sixth Prin-
cipal Meridian, the geographical line that runs north-south 
through Kansas serving as a reference line in land surveys.40 
The Meridian Road was now a penciled mark on a map—
a paper road—following an imaginary line established on 
a terrestrial globe. But the most significant outcome of the 
Salina meeting was that the road was projected beyond 
Kansas to extend north and south across the United States 
from Winnipeg, Canada, to Galveston, Texas, on the Gulf 
of Mexico. The planners of the Meridian Road “shall fos-
ter the extension of the said road north to the Oregon Trail 
[in Nebraska], and to Canada, south through the state of 
Oklahoma to the Gulf,” reported the Salina Evening Journal. 
Miller insisted, “we’ll keep hammering on this project until 
we’ve got a national highway, nothing less.”41

Nicholson was selected to organize state divisions of 
the road south through Oklahoma and Texas, and north 
through Nebraska, the Dakotas, and Canada. The next 
month he went to work. The local newspaper praised him 
for putting Newton on the map. “The appreciation of the 
town should be expressed to J. C. Nicholson for the spirit 
plus energy he has put into the movement,” the Weekly 
Kansan-Republican stated. “The day will come when New-
ton will consider the Meridian Road the most signal enter-
prise of this decade of the town’s history.”42

O n January 17 and 18, 1912, the Kansas State 
Good Roads Association convened in Empo-
ria. Nicholson presented a paper in which he 
observed that “short roads between trading 

centers have been extended and grown together, county 
seat has been joined to county seat, city to city, metropolis 

37. “North and South State Highway,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, June 
1, 1911.

38. James D. Callahan, Jayhawk Editor: A Biography of A.Q. Miller, Sr. 
(Los Angeles: Sterling Press, 1955), 76.

39. In 1913 Miller became a founder and booster of the Rock Island 
Highway, which later merged into the Pikes Peak Ocean-to-Ocean High-
way, intersecting the Meridian Road at his hometown of Belleville, Kan-
sas. He eventually went on to serve as president of the Pikes Peak Ocean-
to-Ocean Highway and continued to be an important promoter of both 
highways.

40. The Sixth Principal Meridian had significant association with the 
system of public land survey in the Kansas and Nebraska territories. Fol-
lowing the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, one of the first or-
ders of business was a land survey of the vast public domain now opened 
for settlement. Beginning at the Missouri River a base line was surveyed 
east-west on the fortieth degree of latitude, which became the boundary 
of Kansas and Nebraska. At a point 108 miles west of the Missouri River 
along this base line, a north-south line was established that was labeled 
the Sixth Principal Meridian. Together, these lines established the section, 
township, and range system of land surveys that defined all lands in Kan-
sas and Nebraska, which in turn became the legal basis for land ownership 
used to this day. Section lines were dedicated to public roads.

41. “Meridian Line,” Salina Daily Union, June 1, 1911; “A Meridian 
Road is Now a Reality,” Salina Evening Journal, June 1, 1911. The Oregon 
Trail was the name given to the old overland trail that followed the Platte 
River valley through Nebraska. An automobile road, the Platte River 
Trans-Continental Road, later the route of the Lincoln Highway through 
Nebraska, was still in the planning stages.

42. “Look at Newton for Position,” Weekly Kansan-Republican, July 27, 
1911. 
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to metropolis, until we have laid out and in common use 
transcontinental highways.” He said of the Meridian Road: 
“Local conditions, local pride, local laws and personality, 
and interests of the local good roads men will determine for 
the present at least how well it is built and how well main-
tained.”43 He concluded his statement by urging state and 
federal aid to highways. His message was well received 
and at the convention the International Meridian Road As-
sociation was formed, bringing together in person and by 
proxy representatives from each of the six states involved 
in the project, as well as from Canada. A charter was ad-
opted and Samuel H. Lea, state engineer of South Dakota, 
was elected president, Colonel Sidney Suggs, Oklahoma 
Highway Commissioner, as vice president, and John Nich-

By 1912 the New Santa Fe Trail was ready for tourist travel, and, if this photograph is any indication, well 
built enough to quickly carry its motorists to their destinations. According to its banner, this “official car” 
intended to make a “300 mile daylight run over the New Santa Fe Trail.” The photo’s caption indicates 
that this distinguished party—including, from front to back and left to right, M. P. Newton, New Santa Fe 
Trail executive committee member Oscar M. Wilhite of Emporia, president of the Santa Fe Trail Ralph 
Faxon, Governor George H. Hodges, and Kansas City Star editor Fred Trigg—departed from Hutchin-
son at 5:01 a.m. on May 26, 1913, and arrived at the Kansas City Star newspaper office at 4:24 p.m. that 
same afternoon. They traveled a total of 303 miles and averaged thirty-seven and a half miles per hour.  

43. Nicholson, “Gulf to Winnipeg, or Benefits of Cross State High-
ways,” 13, 15.

44. “Activity on Meridian Road,” Columbus (Nebraska) Telegram, May 
3, 1912.

olson as secretary-treasurer. Nicholson released a map of 
the Meridian Road and a press announcement to newspa-
pers along its route. It promised that when the project was 
completed, it would “in all probability be extended south-
ward to the city of Mexico.”44

In the summer of 1912, Faxon, now president of the New 
Santa Fe Trail, reported that the route was indeed prepared 
for tourist travel:

 Under the leadership of the New Santa Fe Trail, 
county after county has established a system of 
country roads and is maintaining such system. Many 
of the counties have county engineers. Farmers are 
getting interested. In Ford county seven miles of su-
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on an auto tour from Winnipeg to Perry, Oklahoma. The 
party made eighty stops on its itinerary and was welcomed 
by cheering crowds, headlines, automobile escorts, school 
children, banners, brass bands, and hosts of dignitaries. 
“We found public opinion along the entire route practically 
unanimous for road improvement in general and espe-
cially favorable toward the Meridian Road,” Lea reported.46 
In December, Nicholson traveled the southern route and 
successfully arrived in Galveston.

The success of the New Santa Fe Trail and the Meridian 
Road led to the development of other road projects in and 
around Kansas. Boosters of another transcontinental road, 
the so-called National Old Trails Road, envisioned a route 
that crossed Kansas, following what had been organized 
in November 1911 as a rival to the New Santa Fe Trail. The 
other major transcontinental route proposed at the time, 

perb road have been scientifically built recently; and 
in Finney the same thing is true.

Faxon boasted that his New Santa Fe Trail was the “father 
of the good roads movement in the West,” running “toward 
the coast in the most accepted fashion for a thousand miles. 
. . . In fact, it may be said to have inspired [the transconti-
nental highway movement].”45

In the fall of 1912, the Meridian Road had caught the 
notice of the Automobile Blue Book, a preeminent guide for 
travelers, after a detailed log of the route was sent to the 
publishers for inclusion in their next edition. Accompanied 
by a representative of the Blue Book who was responsible for 
making a log of the highway, Nicholson and Lea embarked 

46. Samuel H. Lea, “Inspection Trip Over the Meridian Road,” The 
(Des Moines, Iowa) Road-Maker 2 (December 1912): 4.

45. R. H. Faxon, “Good Roads in Western Kansas,” Kansas Good Roads 
Advocate 1 (July 1912): 10. The term “scientifically” refers to engineered 
roads, probably built as “object lesson roads” and guided in their 
construction by techniques put forward by the federal Office of Public 
Roads.

Nicholson (left) and F. J. Gentry, a Meridian Road official of Pond Creek, Oklahoma, proudly display pennants presented on a 1912 promo-
tional trip on the Meridian Road. Towns along the route gave their pennants to Nicholson’s party, symbolizing their support for the new road. 
Shown here are banners representing towns from the six states and Canada on the Meridian Road. Photograph courtesy of the Harvey County  
Historical Society, Newton, Kansas.
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the Lincoln Highway organized in 1913, would eventually 
cross Nebraska for the entire length of the state in its route 
from New York to San Francisco. By the end of 1913, at least 
thirteen road associations were promoting their highways 
in Kansas. While in 1909 the promoters of the New Santa 
Fe Trail were building their “paper road” on a map, by 1914 
there were estimated to be a network of 2,500 miles of intra-
state roads in Kansas.47

Within the next decade Kansas was propelled into full-
scale development of highways. In 1916 Congress passed 
the Federal-Aid Road Act, which finally established a sig-
nificant role in road making for state and federal govern-
ment, providing matching funds to states for the construc-
tion of primary roads. Kansas accepted the federal act in 
1917 and established a state highway commission. New 
and revised state legislation of 1917 replaced inadequate 
and chaotic road laws and provided for a connected system 
of primary roads. By 1919 twenty-seven highway associa-
tions in Kansas had been established.48

In 1921 federal aid was reauthorized by the Federal High-
way Act, which required states to concentrate federal funds 
on improvement of no more than 7 percent of all the roads 
they had previously identified as primary, or interstate, 
roads, as opposed to secondary, or intercounty, roads. State 
officials were required to confer with neighboring states to 
link interstate highways.49 The designation of both the New 
Santa Fe Trail and the Meridian Road, now renamed the 
Meridian Highway, as two of Kansas’s interstate highways 

signaled their progression from “paper roads” to true high-
ways. This transition was completed in 1926, when both 
routes were designated as interstate federal highways and 
assigned numbers that replaced their descriptive names. 
The Meridian Highway became the nation’s only cross-
country highway from the Canadian border to the Mexican 
border at Laredo, Texas, now designated U.S. Route 81. The 
New Santa Fe Trail became part of U.S. Route 50, a coast-to-
coast highway that extends from Annapolis, Maryland, to 
Sacramento, California. 

In 1933, at the age of seventy-one, Nicholson turned his 
attention back to U.S. 50 as president of its organization. 
He had already stepped down as president of the U.S. 81 
organization and taken the title of honorary president. The 
Kansas City Star interviewed Nicholson in 1939, three years 
prior to his death. With his desk in Newton piled high with 
maps, letters, and records and his office filled with materi-
als related to his years of work as a highway booster, the 
seventy-nine-year-old Nicholson modestly said, “You don’t 
want to know about me. You want to know about U.S. 50.” 
The interviewer concluded: “His highways are part of him, 
as he is part of his highways. He will carry on for them as 
long as he can. And this will be his memorial—a great cross 
upon the map of the nation, one branch labeled U.S. 81, the 
other U.S. 50; and at their intersection, John Nicholson’s be-
loved Newton, Kas.”50 

50. “The Kansan Who Helped Build Two Great National Highways 
Lives at Their Intersection,” Kansas City Star, September 10, 1939. Nichol-
son died at age eighty-two on August 25, 1942, after being hit by a car in 
Colorado Springs, Colorado. “J. C. Nicholson Died Early Today,” Evening 
Kansan-Republican, August 25, 1942.

47. Habegger, “Out of the Mud: The Good Roads Movement in Kan-
sas,” 201–4.

48. Ibid., 210; see also Mary Rowland, “Kansas and the Highways, 
1917–1930,” Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 5 (Spring 1982): 
33.

49. Sherry Lamb Schirmer and Theodore A. Wilson, Milestones: A His-
tory of the Kansas Highway Commission & the Department of Transportation 
([Topeka: The Department of Transportation], 1986), 2–20.


